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Implementing the
New Definition
of Reading in a
Transformational
Environment

Anne E. Porter, PhD
The new definition of reading: "Reading
is the process of constructing meaning
through the dynamic interaction among the
reader's existing knowledge, the information
suggested by the written language and the
context of the reading situation." This new

5. Does it challenge readers to become
actively engaged in reading - to
take responsibility for their reading?
6. Are readers challenged to monitor
their reading - to attend to its
sensibleness?
7. Does it avoid fragmentary
introduction of isolated skills?
8. Is the utility of skill or strategy
clearly apparent to the child?
9. Is the skill or strategy taught in the
service of a meaningful reading
goal?
10. Does it provide for informed, selfcontrol training?

definition is certainly welcomed by process
oriented teachers. However, as supportive as
this definition is to so many teachers,
operationalizing the definition presents a far
greater challenge than agreeing on its
adoption. The definition is merely words on
paper ifourteaching/learning and evaluation
processes do not address the issues which
make this change in our perception of the
reading process so significant.
·

As I think about these questions, I am
struck by the similarity of their focus to a
concept for educational reform my colleague
Craig Stirton and I have been working on
which we call a Transformational Environment
(TE) . We define a Transformational
Environment as any place where people can
manipulate ideas and interact with others in
such a way that reformulation, reconstruction
and change are encouraged. While the goals
of a TE go beyond the reading curriculum
(not, however, beyond the impact of reading
on the whole curriculum), they are consistent
with the new definition of reading. The goals

In the MRA publication "New Decisions
About Reading" there is a section in which
"Ten Questions to Ask about Instructional
Activities" are listed. They are:
1. Is it focused on meaning getting?
2. Does it encourage readers to view
the process of reading as getting
meaning?
3. Is it designed to produce fluent,
efficient readers?
4. Does it employ "real" reading
purposes and materials - i.e., provide
for practice in actual reading settings?
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of this environment are to generate in
the learner:

able to open themselves to learning, which
we see as a process of enhancing and adding
to our personal body of knowledge and levels
of understanding and application.
Too often, when people think of the word
"education" they think of something that is
done to people. Granted, resisting being
"done to" is an affective issue. We suggest
that the affective realm has at least as much
to do with learning effectiveness as the
cognitive realm. We have not been effective
in standardizing educational methodology
because healthy human beings resist being
standardized. As we acknowledge the
individual we will have more success in
affecting the individual.

• a sense of confidence in his/her
ability to learn
• a recognition and valuing of the
pleasure that comes from experiencing
new levels of personal understanding
• the skills necessary to not only
recognize but generate problems
(questions), develop hypotheses,
test and evaluate hypotheses as
potential solutions from a variety of
perspectives
• the skills and attitudes necessary to
communicate in such a way that
involvement in group process supports
the development of judgement and
responsibility

The new definition of reading is
consistent with the foundational ideas of the
Transformational Environment specifically
because it recognizes the individuality of
each student and the constructive process of
learning. Further it acknowledges that the
learner is in control of the learning process.
The issues of individualization and control
are central both in the new definition of
reading and the Transformational
Environment. Our educational system has
traditionally attempted to standardize
instruction (learning?) and to place control
solely in the hands of the teacher rather than
the learner. The training and experience of
reading teachers is particularly well suited to
understanding a more appropriate balance
of locus of control precisely because, though
it may be guided and facilitated, reading is a
PROCESS carried out by EACH INDIVIDUAL.
For this reason, reading teachers may well be
the group that spearheads educational
innovation across the curriculum.

The teachers' primary responsibilities
in such an environment are to:
• increase the value placed on process
skill development
• transform valuing of content
information to that of material for the
mind to act on and use to support
further learning and self-evaluation,
rather than to know for the sake of
knowing
• guide students toward balance in
social, emotional, physical and
cognitive developmental realms
• provide a variety of experiences
designed to promote flexibility in
the application of information
management and learning strategies
AT ransformational Environment links the
logical-sequential, analytical and critical
thinking skills so predominant in our present
curriculum to the creative, intuitive nonr at ion a I thinking processes often
associated with insight and achieving new
levels of understanding. The "transformation" is the LEARNER'S construction of
his/her individual body of knowledge and
supports the learner's individual growth
while stressing interdependence and
cooperative efforts. We use the term
"environment" because a rich, SUPPORTIVE
environment is essential for learners' to be

Perhaps the most troublesome problem
of both the new definition of reading and the
Transformational Environment is that of
evaluation. "New Decisions about
Reading" begins to address this issue in its
section on "New Decisions about the
Lesson." Here it is suggested that a lesson be
evaluated by asking students what they
learned, i.e., "What did you learn in reading
today? When would you use it? How do
you do it?" Notice the difference in
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Transformational Environment has recently
been implemented through a multi-media
classroom project in Birmingham, Alabama
public schools this past year. In this project,
many instructional activities not only were
consistent with the guidelines identified
above for a TE, but also with the "Ten
Questions to Ask about Instructional
Activities" presented in "New Decisions
About Reading." While the formal project
evaluation has not yet been completed, the
teachers involved have given the project an
"A+". Among the impacts of the project the
teachers identified, they were most
impressed with the gains they feel their
students made in both written and oral
communication and in self-esteem. These
ideas do work . It is my hope that
professional educators from a variety of
specializations will support each other in
our efforts to create more effective learning
environments.

focus. Responses to these questions do not
lend themselves easily to standardization or
relative position on a normal curve. The
emphasis is on personal growth and
application. It will be interesting indeed to
see how this sort of evaluation lends itself to
traditional grading systems. Such systems
tend to compare levels of acquisition of
content information across sample populations rather than to measure growth of
individual process skills and their integration.
This is not to say that there is no place for
many traditional evaluation tools such as
those used for diagnosis. The point being
made here is that evaluation is a critical tool
in facilitating learning. It can easily become
an obstacle to learning if it is used as the
basis for a reward (or punishment) system.
Much work will be necessary in this area if
process oriented, individualized learning
environments are to be widely and appropriately implemented.
The new definition of reading is a very
idealistic statement, as is the
Transformational Environment. Both,
however, already have had impact on
children's lives. There are many excellent
teachers who have individually carried out
these ideas in their classrooms without a
great deal of outside support. The job now is
to generate the support systems that will
make the idealistic, realistic. The

Dr. Anne E. Porter is in the Department of
Reading and Language Arts at Oakland
University.
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